THE  CHOICE  OF A PRIME MINISTER

The point is. important, because it was Sir Herbert Samuel who
suggested, at his audience on 23 August, that a National Govern-
ment might be formed. Mr Baldwin was not accessible when he was
first summoned, and Sir Herbert Samuel had the first audience. In his
view the best solution would be for the economies to be effected either
by the Government then in office or by a reconstituted Labour Govern-
ment. If, however, Mr MacDonald 'failed to secure the support of
a sufficient number of his colleagues, then the best alternative would be
a National Government composed of members of the three parties.
It would be preferable that Mr MacDonald should remain Prime
Minister in such a National Government. Sir Herbert made it clear at
the same time that such a non-party Government should only be con-
stituted "for the single purpose of overcoming the financial crisis".'1
Later the King saw Mr Baldwin and asked him whether he would be
prepared to serve in a National Government under Mr MacDonald.

Mr Baldwin answered that he would be ready to do anything to assist the
country in the present crisis. Even if Mr MacDonald insisted on resigning,
he, Mr Baldwin, would be ready to carry on the Government if he could be
assured of the support of the Liberal party in effecting the necessary econo-
mies. In that event, once the crisis had been surmounted, he would ask His
Majesty for a dissolution and go to the country. To this the King agreed.2

No information is available as to whether Mr MacDonald knew of
these contingent proposals when the Cabinet met at 2 p.m. on the 23rd.
Since the reply had not been received from New York, there was an
adjournment until 8.45 p.m., when the Prime Minister read the telegram
to the Cabinet. Its phrasing was unfortunate; and the specific question
which the Prime Minister put to the Cabinet, the reduction of 10 per
cent in unemployment relief, was one which the Cabinet as a whole was
unlikely to accept. In his report to the King Mr MacDonald stated that
eleven members had voted to accept the bankers' terms and eight had
voted against; but this vote may have been taken on the proposal to
reduce relief. In any case, the Prime Minister stated that he would
inform the King and advise him to summon a meeting of party leaders.
The Cabinet then authorised the Prime Minister to inform His Majesty
that they placed their resignations in his hands.

1 Nicolson, op. cit. p. 461.                        * IfaL pp. 461-2.
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